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DENIS JOSEPH SWENIE 

ONE-HALF-CENTURY A FIREMAN 

Denis Joseph Swenie, 
Fire Marshal and Chief of 
Brigade, hails from " Bonny 
Scotland," where he first 
saw the light in the city of 
Glasgow, July 29, 1834, 
one year (lacking a few 
days) after the city which 
he has served so faithfully 
for fifty years was incor- 
porated a town, with a pop- 
ulation of 550. Arriving 
in New York in July, 1849, 
he headed straight for 
Chicago, where he arrived 
the latter part of the month, 
and went to work for C. E. 
Peck, manufacturer of har- 
ness, fire hats, and leather 
hose, at No. 170 Lake 
Street. December 3, 1849, 
he was enrolled a member 
and began running with 
Hose Company No. 3, but 
no time was allowed him. 
This company was situat- 
ed on Kinzie Street, near 
Clark, and afterward moved into a new house on Kinzie Street, 
at the corner of Wells Street. He joined the famous Red Jacket 
Company No. 4 in May, 1852, and during that year was elected 
Assistant Foreman. While a runner on No. 4 he had his first 
real fire experience. After the disbandment of the Red Jackets, 
September 4, 1854, he returned to Niagara No. 3, where he remained 
until he was elected First Assistant Engineer of the Department in 
1856, which position he held until March, 1858, when he was elected 
Chief Engineer, and he went to work to organize the Paid Steam 
Fire Department. He started in on this task with the whole volun- 
teer force against him. It was not the mere fact that steam was 
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going to do all the work that they had performed so long voluntarily, 
and which they felt so much glory in doing, but the idea that any 
"American Citizen" could be mean enough to accept pay for what 
they had done for glory. The' first regularly organized company 
fully equipped was Atlantic No. 3, which was placed in Volunteer 
Company No. 8'b house on Michigan Street, the present site of Engine 
Company No. 11. Then came the Long John, which was placed in 
the Armory Building on Adams Street, and the Enterprise on 
State Street. During this year several of the volunteer companies 
got sick of trying to compete with steam, and disbanded. On 
January 4, 1859, Island Queen No. 4 was organized and put in 
service on Washington Street, corner of Clinton Street, the pres- 
ent site of Hook & -Ladder No. 2, and was afterward transferred 
to West Lake Street, the house now occupied by Engine Company 
No. 17. The citizens were beginning to feel pretty secure in having, 
four steamers to protect them, having seen the immense amount of 
labor they performed in comparison with manual labor, and in the 
most orderly manner. In those days it was customary for the fire- 
men to meet in convention and nominate their candidate for " Chief," 
which nomination was always accepted by both political parties, and 
the candidate elected without any opposition. A convention was 
called in February, 1859, by the remaining volunteer companies, to 
nominate a chief. They therefore nominated U. P. Harris to succeed 
Mr. Swenie, and he was elected in March. From this time until he 
was appointed Foreman of Liberty Engine No. 7, he ran with the 
hose company attached to Niagara No. 3 as an exempt member. In 
1 86 1 he was appointed Foreman of Liberty Engine No. 7; in 1867 
the engine was transferred to another house, and he received a new 
engine called the Fred Gund No. 14. He still retained his old mem- 
bers,, and held his position as foreman. On the occasion of this 
company moving into their new quarters at 38 Chicago Avenue, about 
the tenth anniversary of his appointment as foreman, his many 
friends in the department gave a banquet in honor of the occasion, 
which was a grand affair. Fire Commissioner E. B. Brown, President, 
and Commissioners Mark Sheridan and Fred Gund were also present. 
After the tables were cleared, speech-making being in order, C. N. 
Holden arose and gave a sketch of Mr. Swenie's career as fireman, 
from the time of joining the department, and recounted the many 
valuable services performed by him, and also spoke of his many social 
qualities and true worth as a gentleman and fireman. Mr. Holden 
concluded his remarks by saying that he had been delegated by the 
many friends of Mr. Swenie in the department to present to him, from 
them, a gold watch and chain, with fire-hat and trumpet as charms, 
as a token of their esteem. The cost of the watch and appendages 
was #450. The occasion was one that will be long remembered by 
those who participated, of whom there are a few still in the department. 
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Well known and authority on fire matters the world over. Twenty years now 
a chief of Chicago's Fire Department, which he has divorced from politics; build- 
ing up the department from no pay to a well-disciplined body of fire fighters who 
have made a reputation the world over as the model fire department. The 
longest record of any man in the world in a like service. 
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On the retirement of U. P. Harris as Chief Engineer of the 
Department in 1868, R. A. Williams was appointed by the Fire Com- 
missioners to fill the vacancy. They also tendered Foreman Swenie 
the position of First Assistant, but he declined for good reasons, pre- 
ferring to keep his old position instead, and continued to discharge 
the duties of that position until October 1, 1873, when he was 
appointed First Assistant Fire Marshal under Chief Benner. Many 
will remember his work — especially the boys of the department who 
were with him — in the "small blaze" which took place in October, 
1 87 1, during which he succeeded in saving four squares on the North 
side, bounded by Michigan and "Market Streets and the river; also 
his work of more recent date in the fire of 1874. He continued to 
perform the duties of First Assistant until July 3, 1879. Upon the 
retirement of Chief Benner, he was appointed Acting Chief by Mayor 
Harrison, and confirmed Fire Marshal and Chief of Brigade by the 
City Council, November 10, 1879, which position he now holds. 

Thus, after thirty years of hard work and strict attention to his 
chosen vocation, he was rewarded by being placed at the head of the 
department he took the first steps to organize, and to which there 
was so much opposition — the department which has gradually worked 
its way to the front, and which is acknowledged the world over to 
stand at the head in fire fighting. To a thorough knowledge of every 
detail in connection with his department, he brings a coolness in mo- 
ments of excitement which is as reassuring to his men as it is remark- 
able to outsiders who have witnessed it. In public and private life 
he is the same, pleasant yet dignified, the embodiment of cool cour- 
age calculated to inspire regard and confidence in all with whom he 
may chance to be brought in contact. 

In June last, 1898, several of Mr. Swenie's friends got together 
and concluded the time was ripe and fit to honor Chief Swenie by 
perpetuating his likeness and figure by having a life-size painting in 
oil showing him as the public know him as he stands in the street 
directing his forces in battling with a stubborn blaze. A com- 
mittee of three, two of whom were brother firemen in the early vol- 
unteer department, close friends of Mr. Swenie who knew every inch 
of the sturdy old fire fighter, and who were very familiar with his ways 
and actions in handling a fire, was appointed. The committee were 
Thomas Brenan of the School Board, Daniel D. Healy of. County 
Board of Commissioners, and John V. Clarke, president, Hibernian 
Bank of this city; J. V. Clarke being appointed treasurer of the fund. 
The committee made a careful examination of the work of a number 
of portrait artists, and finally concluded to entrust the painting to 
Mr. Frank L. Van Ness, as he had already painted a number of por- 
traits of men with whom the members of the committee were well 
acquainted, and the truthfulness of whose work had impressed the 
committee very favorably. 
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The circumstances attending the production of the painting are 
interesting. The Marshal came to the studio promptly, and placed 
himself entirely at the disposal of the artist, but as his time was 
limited a number of photographs of various attitudes were taken and 
from these preliminary studies the artist made his charcoal sketch on 
the canvas. Then the measurements were taken, and the drawing 
corrected from life, all except the face. Here an unexpected diffi- 
culty arose. "I want you to put on an earnest, intense look — don't 
look so pleasant," said the artist. " Can't," said the Chief. "I am 
not an actor, and there isn't any fire." 
. "Try," said the artist. 

The Chief tried a number of times, but there was an amused, 
quizzical look in his eyes that totally destroyed the effect sought. 

" Can't you imagine it?" said the Chief. 

" Yes, I can," said Mr. Van Ness, " but imagination doesn't go in 
portraiture. The public want the exact thing. There's only one way 
to do it — I'll have to go to fires and watch you." 

Then it was arranged that the artist should be called either at his 
studio or his residence whenever there was a fire severe enough to 
call for the presence of Chief Swenie, and he wrote out a pass, 
" Admit bearer within fire lines," on his personal card and gave it to 
Mr. Van Ness. Two or three days afterward a fire occurred at the 
corner of Fifth Avenue and Monroe Street, and the artist hustled 
down there, showed his pass, and got within the fire lines. Then his 
trouble commenced; no sooner did he get through showing one officer 
his card, and explaining that he had a right to be there, than another 
would tackle him, and insist upon his departure forthwith. The con- 
sequence was that he got no time to study the Chief. One of the 
daily papers made a very amusing story of it. This was remedied by 
providing him with a policeman's star, and thereafter he went to every 
fire, responding to night alarms on his wheel, and generally arriving 
about the time the Chief got there. The story quickly spread among 
the police and fire department, and the members of both departments 
did all they could to assist him in his studies of the Chief. 

In this way the picture was "reported," the artist going to fires 
night or day, studying the expression and attitudes of his subject, 
and coming back to the studio and recording his impressions on the 
canvas. This was kept up from June to February, and has resulted 
in a picture which is a composition of high order, as well as a faithful 
portrait of the Chief as the public and the men of the fire depart- 
ment know him. 

The smaller portrait is a faithful representation of the Chief in 
his leisure moments, and the reader will at once see what an enor- 
mous difference there is between them, and thus gain some idea of 
the difficulties which the artist had to contend with. 



